Classical music lives on campus

Interview by Mike Evans

I spent an hour recently with Professor
Alfred Fisher, Associate Chairman of the
Department of Music and head of the com-
position division within the department.
Across his desk were scattered the various
parts of a new work commissioned for the
Edmonton Symphony Orchestra by the CBC,
entitled Warrior. Professor Fisher has the
fiery temperament sometimes associated
with creative individuals, and after appar-
ently meeting his challenge (he asked: “Just
exactly what are you doing here, uh, what's
your name?“), we settled down to an enjoy-
able and elucidating interview. :
GATEWAY: First, what can you tell me about
the composition program within the Music
Department here at the U of A?
FISHER: We offer undergraduate and gradu-
ate programs in music composition. For the
undergraduate program, the first year is
spent meeting the requirements of a liberal
arts degree plus additional courses in music,
The bulk of the remaining years are spent
studying music history, theory, analysis,
composition, the playing of an instrument
and Arts and Sciences electives.
GATEWAY: What kind of employment
opportunities can graduates of the program
expect? : :
FISHER: Many of our graduates go on to
teach, some enter into the advertising world,
and a few attempt to survive just on the
strength of their composing.

GATEWAY: How do you interact with the:

local professional community?
FISHER: We deal more with it than any other
department on campus. Several members of
the ESO teach for us and some of our stu-
dents play for them as well as with other
chamber music groups in Edmonton.

This department has a national, and to a
lesser but still notable degree, interhational
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reputation in the musci community as well as
fulfilling our obligation to this university.
I’'m especially grateful to the ESO. They are
especially sensitive to the needs and devel-
opments of contemporary serious music,
largely due to the influence of Uri Mayer. He
deserves a lot of support for taking such a

courageous stance with respect to the rest of'

Canada where, it sees, contemporary music
is mostly despised.

GATEWAY: For the r;105t part, when musi-

“cally uneducated people like myself think of

modern orchestral music, we think of how
Stravinsky differs from the big three of Bach,

Beethoven and Mozart, in his use of discor- -

dant harmonies, etc. Can you comment on
how modern composition differs from the
more familiar?

FISHER: That’s a good question, but | think
it's important to note that even in the case of
Stravinsky the publicis lagging behind. If you
ask the man in the street what he knows of
Stravinsky he might mention the three
ballets: Rite of Spring, Firebird Suite and
Petrouchka. But all three of these works
were completed before 1913. Stravinsky died,
when, 19712

I sometimes feel like...You know Gulliver’s
Travels, when he’s in the land of the Brob-
dignagians, the giants? | feel like I'm sitting
on a huge tit. Clutching with disgust the
breast of a huge philistine. Sitting on a huge
distended nipple. I'm expected to sit on its
bosom? (Snort).

The attitude to contemporary music fos-
tered primarily by the mass media is one of
blind ignorance - not even the faintest glim-
merings of a primitive awareness. And that is
difficult for those of us with a serious com-
mitment to serious music. -

GATEWAY: How do you account for that?
FISHER: There’s been a breakdown in edu-
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cation. We no longer produce people capa-
ble of critical independent thought and
reflection. And the educational institutions
are now wholly responsible though they
must shoulder some of the blame. The con-
dition has been aggravated by the mass
media.

The mass media are also responsible for
the dislocation of serious music from the
contemporary sphere. There have been sim-
ilar dislocations in history, one in 1600 and
another in 1750, so this is not new, but we
have not re-integrated with the rest of society
as successfully as the other arts, we’ve lost the
bulk of our audience. The advent of radio,
television and the long-playing record have
prevented contact between serious compo-
seres and the public.

- GATEWAY: How do you respond to the new

music being written in the pop circle?

FISHER: In pop music there is no new music.

It’s all atrophied old music. | open the Jour-
nal, rarely actually, but let’s suppose some
Thursday, and I’'m confronted with this
stupid, inane, vulgar thing called “Pulse.” |
don’t, however, see anything “new.” There
is no recognition of the place of art in life or
in education in the media.

GATEWAY: How does contemporary orch-
estral composition reflect the movements in
the visual arts, like cubism, surrealism and
expressionism, or in theatre, like Theatre of
the Absurd or Theatre of Cruelty?

FISHER: Well, composers were subject to the
same influences, namely the World Wars,
advent of mechanization, individual aliena-
tion, that caused those innovations. Particu-
larly in centers like Paris there was a kind of

mutual inspiration between men like Deb-
ussy, Satie and Ravel and the visual artists.
And | myself consider all of my own music
dramatic...i.e. inseparable from literature and
the experience of literature.

Music, by its very nature, like any other art
form, must be confessional. Like other arts, it
tells us about ourselves. There must be a
reason for slaving over these silly dots and
lines. It takes too much energy, too much
effort to be sufficiently trained to be able to
develop an individual voice.

GATEWAY: Before we finish, | wanted to ask
how you feel about jazz as a twentieth cen-
tury phenomenon that differs from classical
music. Comments? ;

FISHER: Well, firstly, in any form of popular.
music, and jazz is popular music, the focus is
on presentation not content. Real musicality,
multi-dimensionality is, | think, restricted to
classical music. But that does not lessen the
respect | have for jazz and jazz musicians.
The same technical mastery is required for
jazz as for classical music and |.appreciate
that and am open to developments in jazz.
It’s just not what | do. :

GATEWAY: Incidentally, why Warrior?

FISHER: | don’t like to talk about my titles.
They usually come last and sometimes not at
all. Listen to it first, then we can talk about it.

Presentations from the Music Department
which will include works of contemporary
composers are January 20, February 3, March
17,19 and 24. All performances are in Con-
vocation Hall at 8:00 pm and tickets are avail-
able from the Music Department main office,
3-82. .




